Union Baptist Church 
Alton, Illinois 
Laying the Foundation 


The First Baptist Church of Upper Alton, Illinois, was organized on April 25, 1830, by Rev. 
John Mason Peck. Three years previously, Rev Peck founded Rock Spring Seminary, which 
became Shurtleff College. By 1833 First Baptist Church of Upper Alton had 40 members, 
thirteen of which were dismissed to establish the First Baptist Church of Lower Alton. The 
following year, Rev. Ebenezer Rodgers became the pastor of both churches. 


That same year, Elijah Richardson, a free man of color, moved his family, including eldest son, 
Alfred, from Memphis, Tennessee, to Alton, IL. Soon after moving to Alton, the family began 
attending the First Baptist Church of Lower Alton. Given the tensions between pro-slavery and 
abolitionist fractions in the area, the family felt unwelcome even at church. After attending a 
Sunday service in 1836, the Richardsons became even more concerned about how fellow 
parishioners treated them. Alfred told a friend, "We are not going to that church anymore." 


Alfred spoke with Rev. Rodgers, asking for his help organizing a Colored Baptist Church in 
Alton, Illinois. Rev. Rodger introduced Alfred to the African American Mission Freedmen Pray 
Group. Rev. Rodgers invited Rev. John Livingston, the first and only Colored ordained 
minister in Illinois, to meet with the group. Rev. Livingston listened to their concerns but was 
unsure if they clearly understood what was involved and were ready to support a church. He left 
them with instructions to pray about it and think about what they wanted a church to be. 


In 1837 an expanded group met with Rev. John Livingston as Moderator. They met in the home 
of Mr. Charles Edwards in the 1200 block of East 4th Street in Alton, Illinois. After discussion, 
the group organized into the African Baptist Church and Friends to Humanities. 


Present at that formative meeting were: 
e Rev. Ebenezer Rodgers (w), pastor of both first Baptist Church of Upper and Lower 
Upper Alton. 
e Mr. and Mrs. Charles Edwards (c), the host for the meeting. 


e Mr. Alfred Richardson (c), a local blacksmith and the person who first raised the issue of 
a separate church. 


e Rev. James Lemen Sr, (w), representing Christ Churches for Humanities, having moved 


at the request of President Thomas Jefferson to help prepare for Illinois joining the union 
as a free state 
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e Rev. James Leman Jr. (w), the founder of Bethel Baptist Church in Collinsville, Illinois, 
the largest Baptist congregation in Illinois. 


e Capt. James Ogle (w), father-in-law to James Lemen Sr. Capt., Ogle immediately freed 
all his slaves when he moved to Illinois. Rev. Livingston founded his first colored 
Church, Salem Baptist at Ogle Creek, on Capt. Ogles' farm near O'Fallon, Illinois, St 
Claire County from these freedmen families. 


e Mr. William Charles Barton (c), a member of Salem Baptist at Ogle Creek and husband 
to Phoebe, a formerly enslaved person, having registered with the state in 1815 as free 
people of color. 


e Mr. William Calvin Johnston (c), a member of the African American Mission Freedmen, 
a stonemason from Scotland, and the person who would eventually bury Elijah P. 
Lovejoy. 


e Mr. Edward White (u), a member of First Baptist Church of Lower Alton and a 
watchman at the glassworks. 


e John Anderson (c), who served as the clerk for this meeting, was a printer in the offices 
of Elijah P. Lovejoy and a member of the African American Mission Freedmen. 


Notes: 

(c) — Colored/African American Person 
(w) —White/Caucasian Person 

(u) — Person of Unknown Race or Ethnicity 
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1837 


1838 


1840 


1843 


1843 


1845 


1846 


1847 


1851 


1853 


1854 


1855 


Union Baptist Church 
Alton, Illinois 
Pastors, 1837-2022 


Rev. John Livingston 
James Grayson, Licentiate 
Thomas Shores, Licentiate 


Rev. John Anderson 


Elder Henry Smith 
Thomas Shores, Assistant 


Elder Robert John Robinson 
James Grayson, Licentiate 


Cyrus L. Robinson, Clerk 


Rev. James Parker Johnson 
Duke William Anderson, Licentiate 


Rev. James Henry Johnson 
Rev. Robert John Robinson 
Rev. William W. Steward 

Rev. Robert John Robinson 


Elder William Brown 
Elder Bolden, D. D. 


Rev. Robert John Robinson 
Rev. James Grayson, Associated 


Elder James Grayson 
C. M. Howard, Clerk 


1856 


1858 


1859 


1860 


1861 


1862 


1863 


1864 


1866 


1867 


1868 


1873 


1875 


Rv. Robert John Robinson 

No Pastor 

Rev. James Henry Magee 

Rev. James Henry Johnson 
Elder Richard York 

Elder James Grayson, Assistant 
Rev. G.W. Clark 


Elder James Grayson 


Elder Richard York 
Rev. Robert John Robinson, Assistant 


Elder W. W. Stewart 
Luther Anderson, Clerk 


Rev. Robert John Robinson 
Thomas M. Broadwater, Clerk 


Rev. James Parker Johnson 
Thomas M. Broadwater, Clerk 


Rev. James Henry Magee 
Elder Piermon 


Rev. James Parker Johnson 
Andrew Jackson, Clerk 
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1885 


1886 


1887 


1889 


1890 


1893 


1895 


1896 


1898 


1907 
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No Pastor 

Rev. Charles Parker — Shurtleff 
College 

Rev. Robert John Robinson 
Rev. J. T. Pearson 

Rev. John T. Robinson 

Rev. James Parker Johnson 

No Pastor 

Rev. R. D. Turner 


Rev. W.M. Dortsch 


Rev. G. M. Moore 
Rev. C. W. Carter 


Rev. H. W. Jameson 


Dr. Jamieson, D.D. — Shurtleff 
College 


Rev. B. F. Ratliff 
Rev. J. H. Barton 


Rev. George C. Mason, D. D. 


1918 


1920 


1922 


1923 


1924 


193! 


1932 


1935 


1957 


1998 


1999 


Rev. H. B. Hawkins 

Rev. W. B. M. Scott 

Rev. J. W. Fitts 

Rey. .R. H, Cole 

Rev. Edward D. Green 

Rev. H. Patrick, Acting Pastor 
Rev. B. Allard Smith 

Mr. O. T. Parker - First Baptist 
Church 


Rev. H. Patrick, Acting Pastor 


Rev. Edward R. Little 
Rev. James H. Killion, Associated 


Rev. John C. Oliver 
Rev. Cornell Brown 
Rev. Joseph Martin 


Rev. James Webb, Acting Pastor 


Rev. Kelvin Ellison 
Minister Joyce Y. Elliott 
Minister Elise Barnett 
Rev. Anton Lane 

Minister Anthony Brooker 
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Early Community Leaders at Union Baptist Church 


Elijah and Diza Richardson 


Elijah and Diza Richardson moved with their family to Illinois from Tennessee in 1834. 
Elijah was a blacksmith. 

Their children were Alfred, Ailey, Lucinda, and Mary. 

The family was the spark for the organization of a colored Baptist Church in Alton. They 
attended First Baptist Church but did not feel comfortable. Alfred Richardson, spoke of 
his concerns with the pastor. A committee was formed, and Rev. John Livingston was 
invited to speak with them about creating the Alton African Baptist Church (later Union 
Baptist Church), founded in 1837. Rev. Livingston was the first pastor. Since Alfred 
could read and write, he took minutes of the Church meetings. 


John and Mary Jones 


John was born free in South Carolina. 

Mary was the daughter of Elijah and Diza Richardson. 

John moved from Memphis, Tennessee, to Alton to marry Mary Richardson. 

John was so upset with the Illinois Black Codes that he changed his name from John 
Bromfield to John Jones. He felt that “John Jones” could be any man. He vowed to have 
the Laws changed. Jones moved his wife and daughter to Chicago in 1845, where, as a 
master tailor, he opened a tailoring shop and became very wealthy. 

He wrote and published a small pamphlet,” Black Laws of Illinois, and Why They Should 
be Repealed.” His efforts led to the repeal of the Black Laws in 1865. 

John and Mary were successful Underground Railroad Station Managers. Their route was 
the State of Illinois to Canada. 

In 1871 Jones was the first Black man to hold elected office in Illinois. He served two 
terms as Cook County Commissioner. 


William and Phoebe Barton 


William Charles was born in New York in 1775. 

He was freed by John Adria of Kentucky around 1800. 

William Charles had two sons when he met Phoebe. 

Phoebe was born in Virginia in 1775. 

Phoebe was freed by Colonel John Ogle of St. Clair County, Illinois. 

William Charles and Phoebe moved to Alton. 

They registered in Edwardsville in 1815. 

They were present when the African Baptist Church (later, Union Baptist Church) was 
founded in 1837. 


In 1839, they founded the Lower Alton Colored AME Church, which held its first 
meetings in their home. 

William Charles became a licensed preacher and deacon at the Piasa Baptist Church. 

It is thought the Barton families were all involved in the Underground Railroad. They had 
homes at Wood River, Rocky Fork, Piasa, and Jerseyville. 

William Charles is buried on a tall hill overlooking the West Wood River Creek Valley. 
After William’s death, Phoebe remarried. 


Rev. John Livingston and Philis Vanderburg Livingston 


On September 28, 1830, they were married in Madison County, Illinois. 

Rev. Livingston was the first known ordained colored Baptist minister in Illinois. For 
several years, he was the only one; for this reason, he was known as the “Father” of 
African Baptist Churches in IIlinois. 

He organized the following churches: Salem Baptist Church at Olga Creek, Mt Zion 
Baptist Church in Ridge Prairie in Pin Oak Township, African Baptist Church in Alton 
(Union), Mt Emory Baptist Church in Jacksonville, African Baptist Church in Springfield 
(Zion), Antioch Baptist Church in Illinois Town, Carlinville Baptist Church, Collinsville 
Baptist Church, and Belleville Baptist Church. 

In 1839, he organized the Colored Baptist Association and Friends to Humanity. 

By 1849 churches from Cairo to Chicago had joined the association. 

Rev. Livingston resigned from the Wood River Association to organize the Mt. Olive 
Association of Southern Illinois. 


Robert (R. J.) and Sarah Robinson 


R. J. Robinson was born free in Winchester, Virginia, on March 18, 1818. 

His grandfathers were Lord Fairfax and Colonel Nevel. 

Sarah Wiggins was born in Washington, D. C. 

The Robinson family moved to Upper Alton in 1841. 

R. J. purchased a barbershop on 2nd Street from Isaac Mann. 

In 1843, R. J. was pastor of Union Baptist Church. 

Rev. and Mrs. Robinson later moved to Foster Township to help set up a school at Salem 
Baptist Church. 

In 1850 he and John Jones helped organized Xenia (later Mt Olivet) Baptist Church in 
Chicago. 

Rev. Robinson was a delegate to the 1853 Illinois Colored State Convention, where he 
was appointed Chairman. 

He and Ned White opened the Alton Saloon in Alton at 3rd and Piasa. The restaurant 
served “Fresh Baltimore Oysters,” ice cream, soda, lemonade, strawberries, raspberries, 
and melons. 


Early Community Leaders at Union Baptist Church compiled by Charlotte E. Johnson, 2022 Page2of4 


In 1856 he was a delegate to the Illinois State Convention of Colored Citizens in Alton. 
The Wood River Baptist Association employed Rev. Robinson to create and implement a 
plan for free day-schools and eight Sabbath Schools in eight different cities. While doing 
this, he traveled more than 2,103 miles, preaching, lecturing, and visiting 245 families. 
In the fall of 1860, he moved his family to Wellington, Ohio. 

It is thought that Rev. Robinson was a member of the 12 Knights of Tabor, an anti- 
slavery fraternal order. 

Their son John Robinson was a paid teacher at the Union Baptist Church School in 1858. 
- During the Civil War, John was captured and held by the Confederacy for two years. 


James and Elenora Johnson 


James Henry was born in Albemarle County, Virginia, in 1810. 

Elenora was born in New Tennessee, Missouri, in 1810. Her father was Thomas Madden, 
a Deputy Surveyor for the Louisiana Purchase. 

James Henry worked in surface lead mines in Missouri. 

James Henry and Elenora met when her father moved his family to Washington County, 
Missouri. They joined the church where James Henry was the ombudsman for the colored 
members. 

James Henry and Elenora Johnson moved to Chouteau Township, Illinois, in 1840 with 
their family. 

James Henry was invited to come to Alton by John Mason Peck of Madison County, 
Illinois. Peck was seeking preachers for the Illinois Colored Baptist Church movement. I 
think Robert Crawford of Pin Oak told Peck about James Henry, the son of John. 

The Johnson family joined African Baptist Church (later Union Baptist) in Alton. James 
Henry became an assistant minister in the church and a very prominent member of the 
Colored Wood River Baptist and Friends to Humanity Association. 

In 1845 the Johnson Family moved to Foster Township to help with Salem Baptist 
Church and School. 

In 1850 James Henry and Elenora purchased the land which established today’s Johnson 
Sesquitennial Farm. 

James Henry was a missionary for the Illinois Baptist Association and founded churches 
in Piasa, Jerseyville, Shipman, and Bunker Hill. 

He became pastor at Salem and Union Baptist Churches. 

At the 1856 Colored Peoples Convention, which met at Union Baptist Church, he was 
elected to canvas the southern part of Illinois to explain why the Black Laws should be 
repealed. He also collected data on health and housing conditions. 

James Henry died in 1863, two years before the Black Laws he worked to repeal were 
ended. 
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James Henry and Elenora had 11 children. 

- Rev. James Parker Johnson was pastor at Salem Baptist Church, Mt Pleasant Baptist 
Church in Godfrey, Alton’s Union Baptist Church, and Provident Baptist Church in 
Chicago. Like his father, James Parker was also an active member of The Wood River 
Association as an organizer of Sunday Schools, and he was a farmer. 

- Thomas Johnson was the first and only teacher at Salem Baptist Church School. 
Thomas graduated from Shurtleff College in 1873. He married Lucy Taylor, one of his 
former students at Salem. 

- Thomas and Lucy’s grandson was Dr. Ralph Johnson Bunche, the United Nations 
Under-Secretary-General who in 1950 became the first Negro to receive the Noble Peace 
Prize. 


Conway and Frances Barbour 


Conway was born in Virginia in 1817. 

Frances was born in Kentucky in 1816. 

Conway was determined to be recognized as an entrepreneur. After working as a waiter 
on a steamboat, he opened the Mercantile Restaurant at the Alton Union Station in 1864. 
In 1865, Conway added a Billiard Saloon. In 1866 he opened a second restaurant called 
5th Avenue. He next opened a restaurant on The Belle of Alton steamboat. 

Growing weary of Alton, he moved to Arkansas and entered politics. 

Frances remained in Alton to raise their four children and manage their education. 

Two of their daughters became teachers in Alton in 1898. 

- Fannie Barbour was the first teacher/principal of Douglas School in Alton, Illinois. 

- Florence was the first teacher/principal at Lovejoy School in Alton, Illinois. 
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Sources for the 2022 History, List of Pastors, Laying the Foundation and Early 
Leaders include but are not limited to: 


History of Madison County by W. T. Norton 

Trabelin’on — The Slave Journey to an Afro-Baptist Faith, by Mechal Sobel 
The History of Wood River Baptist District Association, Eddie Mabry, Ph.D. 
Union Baptist Church Minutes, 1843-1865 

Union Baptist Church Anniversary Programs, 1937, 1962, 1987, 2015, 2017 
Illinois Baptist: A History by Edward P. Brand 

Alton Evening Telegraph Newspaper 

Madison County Gen Web 

Committee on Black Pioneers of the Alton Museum of History and Culture 
Madison County Historical Society 

Alton City Directories 

Ancestry.com 

Findagrave.com 

Rootsweb.com 

Newspapers.com 

Charles Townsend 

Mrs. Gertrude Williams 


